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"Mother Volga"   are  expressions  frequently  occurring in
Russian literature and history.
The central position of Moscow was the most important
factor in the growth of its power. The towns of the Moscow
State became markets to which came merchants from Western
Europe and the East. Greeks mingled with Tartars and
Bulgars. In the bazaars wares were sold which had come from
India, China, and Mongolia.
Moscow remained, and has remained until the present day,
the centre of communications for the whole country. Even
a hundred years ago trade along the Volga was of great
proportions. Writers who describe the towns along the river
in 1850, for example, mention Rybinsk, where, during the
summer, hundreds of boats came to transfer their cargoes
to barges for transport along the upper reaches of the river
and the canals which had been built connecting the
Volga with Lake Onega. In early times, the sites of these
canals were used a*s short portage-routes along the morainic
valleys.
Portages could also be made to the tributaries of the river
Volkhov, which flows northward for 120 miles from Lake
Ilmen to Lake Ladoga. From Lake Ladoga to the Gulf of
Finland the river Neva flows over a distance of only 36 miles.
But it is not a small river. In places its width is nearly a
mile, while its volume is greater than that of the Rhine.
In the sixteenth century, after Chancellor's adventurous
journey to Moscow, trade commenced with England. Grain
was carried along the Volga to the north. Flax, oats, and
hemp came from the farms of the deciduous forest lands,
while the northern forests supplied timber, furs, resin, and
honey. But how to export them? The shores of the Black
Sea and the Gulf of Finland were as yet not in Russian hands.
The towns of the Hanseatic League had controlled the Baltic
coast since the fourteenth century. The port of Archangel,
a settlement founded in the tenth century, was chosen, and
the river valleys from the tributaries of the Volga to the
North Dvina provided the trade route. The town of Vologda
became an important station on this route.